Check Dams

Definition: Small temporary dams con-
structed across a swale or drainage ditch.

Purpose: To reduce the velocity of con-
centrated storm water flows, thereby re-
ducing erosion of the swale or ditch. This
practice also traps small amounts of sedi-
ment generated in the ditch itself. How-
ever, this is not a sediment trapping prac-
tice and should not be used as such.

Conditions Where Practice Applies:
This practice is limited to use in small open
channels which drain 30 acres or less. It
should not be used in a live stream. Some
specific applications include:

1. Temporary ditches or swales which,
because of their short length of service,
cannot receive a non-erodible lining but
still need some protection to reduce
erosion.

Permanent ditches or swales which for
some reason cannot receive a perma-
nent non-erodible lining for an extended
period of time.

Either temporary or permanent ditches

or swales which need protection during
the establishment of grass linings.

Planning Considerations

Check dams can be constructed of either
stone or logs.

If stone check dams are used in grass-

lined channels which will be mowed, care
should be taken to remove all the stone
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from the dam when the dam is removed.
This should include any stone which has
washed downstream.

Since log check dams are embedded in
the soil, their removal will result in more
disturbance of the soil than will removal of
stone check dams. Consequently, extra
care should be taken to stabilize the area
when log dams are used in permanent
ditches or swales.

Design Criteria

No formal design is required for a check
dam; however, the following criteria should
be adhered to when using check dams.

The drainage area of the ditch or swale
being protected should not exceed 30-
acres. The maximum height of the check
dam should be 4-feet. The center of the

check dam must be at least 6-inches lower

then the outer edges. The maximum
spacing between the dams should be such
that the toe of the upstream dam is at the
same elevation as the top of the down-
stream dam. The side slopes of stone
dams should not be steeper than 2:1.

Stone check dams should be constructed
of ASTM D448 No. 2 or 3 (2- to 3-inch
stone). Hand or mechanical placement will
be necessary to achieve complete cover-
age of the ditch or swale and to insure that
the center of the dam is lower than the
edges.

Log check dams should be constructed of

4- to 6-inch logs salvaged from clearing
operations on site, if possible. The logs
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should be embedded into the soil at least
18-inches. The 6-inch lower height re-
quired at the center can be achieved either
by careful placement of the logs or by
cutting the logs after they are in place.
Logs should be placed as an apron on the
downstream side of the dam to prevent
scour during high flows.

Sediment Removal: While this practice is
not intended to be used primarily for sedi-
ment trapping, some sediment will accu-
mulate behind the check dams. Sediment
should be removed from behind the check
dams when it has accumulated to one half
of the original height of the dam.

Removal: Check dams must be removed
when their useful life has been completed.
In temporary ditches and swales, check
dams should be removed and the ditch
filled in when it is no longer needed. In
permanent structures, check dams should
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be removed when a permanent lining can
be installed. In the case of grass-lined
ditches, check dams should be removed
when the grass has matured sufficiently to
protect the ditch or swale. The area be-
neath the check dams should be seeded
and mulched immediately after they are
removed.

Maintenance

Check dams should be checked for sedi-
ment accumulation after each significant
rainfall. Sediment should be removed
when it reaches one half of the original
height or before.

Regular inspections should be made to
insure that the center of the dam is lower
than the edges. Erosion caused by high
flows around the edges of the dam should
be corrected immediately.
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